Visit of All China Women’s Federation to UK
4th to 7th March 1997

This visit by the All China Women’s Federation came as a result of the visit to China by NAW members in September 1996.  The ACWF delegation consisted of 4 women : -


Mme Tian Shulan    -
member of ACWF secretariat


Mrs La Yuzhen        -
VP of Hebei Provincial Women’s Federation


Mrs  Liu Guangmin -
director of European division, ACWF International Liaison Dept.


Ms Chen Hongmei  -
European Division, ACWF International Liaison Dept.

The purpose of the visit was ‘to strengthen and expand the friendly ties between ACWF and women’s organisations in the UK.’  As well as to find out about any follow up work generated by the UN Conference held in Beijing.  Eleanor Lewington (one of the NAW delegation to China) and Pat Peters were the groups guides during their stay in London.

Arrival Day
The plan was for Terry Marsland and Barbara Switzer to meet to delegation at the airport, bring them back to the hotel to meet other NAW members before going on for a meal.  As with all great plans there was a hitch.  The Chinese party were coming in on two separate flights (no problem!) except, unbeknown to NAW, they were landing at different airports.  Thanks to the wonders of modern technology (namely Barbara’s mobile phone) Barbara managed to arrange for the pair at the other airport to go to the hotel by taxi where they would be met later. 

When Barbara and Terry arrived with the remaining 2 delegates introductions and greetings were made and received.  The planned agenda was outlined and discussed; this included visits to the Women’s National Commission, the TUC, the Great Britain China Centre and the House of Commons.  

The delegation were introduced to our multicultural society quite early in their visit, as they were taken to an Indian Restaurant for a meal.  Similarities between Indian and Chinese cuisine were discussed. While we taught the Chinese the art of eating Indian food, they taught us that water should be drunk hot (not cold) to maintain the temperature of the blood. 

Day 1 -  Wednesday 5th March
Sightseeing

The visit truly began the following day when Eleanor and Pat met the delegation and acted as unofficial tour guides.  It was agreed to do a little sightseeing before going on to the meeting with the Women’s National Commission.  Public transport was used throughout the visit, so the delegation had a feel for how Londoners travel around.  The group was taken by tube to Charing Cross (after discussing how the tube maps work and that it had won a design award).  At Charing Cross station we talked about how the Victorians were prolific builders and that they built hotels above many railway termini.   We tried to answer any questions they had such as the significance of the cross outside Charing Cross station.   

We had already talked about the plight of and the increase in the numbers of homeless in the UK (we had seen some sleeping rough in Charing Cross station) which led us nicely into talking about the work of St.-Martin-In-The-Fields with the homeless.   

At the statue of Edith Cavell Pat explained to the group who Edith Cavell is, a little about her life  and why she is honoured with a statue.

From there the group walked to the National Gallery and were shown Trafalgar Square and received an explanation of its many uses by Londoners.   They were taken into the National Gallery to view the architecture and some of the paintings.  

After leaving the National Gallery, they were taken to see the pageantry of Horse Guards Parade, which they found fascinating.  Walking down Whitehall Eleanor pointed out the various Government Departments and explained some of their work.  At the gates to Downing Street, the group was disappointed not to be able to walk up to number 10.  We tried to explain that Mrs. Thatcher had had the gates erected in an attempt to stop terrorists reaching number 10.  They had all heard of Mrs. Thatcher and seemed to admire her.  

Women’s National Commission
 The meeting at the Women’s National Commission appeared to be fruitful.  Both organisations explained their purpose and role as well as the size of their respective organisations.   The WNC were astounded at the size of the ACWF - 90,000 affiliates.   They discussed the UN Conference held in Beijing and the progress each organisation has made in implementing the recommendations to come out of the Conference.   They also discussed the current situation of women and their hopes for the future of women in the respective countries.

Lunch 

Following the meeting with the WNC the group was taken to Soho (at their request) but not before Pat had an embarrassing 10 minutes trying to explain to them the seedier side of Soho.  We also spent an enjoyable time trying to get the group to pronounce Soho correctly.  Lunch was had in a Chinese Restaurant with the group talking to the proprietor in Chinese, Eleanor and Pat were feeling slightly left out.   It should be noted here that Pat let the side down by not using chop sticks.  

Window Shopping
After lunch the group walked round parts of Soho looking at shops (at the request of the delegation), they wanted to see the sorts of goods we have in our shops.  They had difficulty understanding that clothes on sale could be so shoddy and so expensive at the same time.  Most of the window shopping was on the way to Congress House.

Meeting at TUC
Arrangements had been made for the delegation to meet Margaret Prosser and Kay Carberry at Congress House.  Discussions started on the purpose and roles of the respective organisations.  Margaret Prosser explained how they were trying to get more women to join Trades Unions as well as to become more actively involved in the Trades Union Movement.   They discussed the UN Conference and what each organisation has done to progress the Platform for Action.  They discussed their hopes and plans for the future.  Kay Carberry talked about what the Trades Unions are doing to promote equal opportunities for women.   

Social Time -  SERTUC’s IWD Celebrations   

As there was a little time before the South Eastern Regional TUC’s International Women’s Day celebration, the group was taken to a nearby hostelry for drinks where they were introduced to another British custom.  Eleanor explained the British pastime of going for a drink after work or with friends to relax.  

At the SERTUC social the delegation met women from various Trades Unions, some NAW members and other International sisters.  Speeches were given on the importance of celebrating IWD and gifts were exchanged.  After a tiring day our guests left to go back to the hotel to gather their thoughts and to de-brief.  This was not before Pat had been given a grilling by Mrs. Liu Guangmin on the income / expenditure of life in Britain.  After much deliberation, it was agreed that expenses are almost the same in both countries based on our income and expenditure.  Mrs. Liu had some difficulty in understanding the concept of a mortgage, but Pat persevered and managed to give a reasonable explanation.   

Day 2  - Thursday 6th March

More Window Shopping
Thursday started early for Eleanor (who was staying at the hotel - Pat was staying with Megan) as the group wanted to do some shopping and had requested an early start.   Eleanor felt that they had walked her the length and breadth of central London whilst shopping, going in and out of numerous shops.

Meeting at Great Britain China Centre
The first meeting of the day was at the Great Britain-China Centre in Belgravia.  This organisation is Government funded and was set up to promote, cultural, educational and business links between the two countries.  They are very well known in China. 

The discussions here took place in Chinese so Eleanor and Pat were unable to understand any of the discussions.  The meeting appeared to be fruitful as there were smiling faces all round when we left.  

It had been agreed that Pat would meet the group here just before 11, prior to the meeting starting.  Unfortunately her sense of direction failed her and the help of the local constabulary was required to point her in the right direction (after contacting his Control Centre for directions).   Luckily she did manage to meet up with the group.

Meeting in House of Commons 

After the meeting with the Great Britain China Centre it was a mad rush over to the Houses of Parliament to meet up with Alice Mahon and Dawn Primarolo for discussions over lunch in the Strangers Dining Room.  Over lunch Dawn and Alice explained to the ACWF delegates our system of Government and the unique relationship the Labour Party has with women’s organisations.  Both talked about their hopes for a better future for women. 

Alice and Dawn were unable to get tickets for the House of Commons (they are like gold dust for Prime Ministers question Time) but did manage to get tickets for the House of Lords.  The delegation did get to see some of the pomp of both Houses; as they saw both the Speakers and the Lord Chancellors processions into their respective chambers.

More Sight-seeing
After leaving Parliament the group were taken along the Embankment and were shown some famous land marks such as County Hall.  Eleanor explained how the Tory Government of the time were infuriated by the then Greater London Council for displaying the number of unemployed in London.  They also visited the Monument where Eleanor explained why it commemorated the Great Fire.  It was then back to the hotel by bus for rest.  

Farewell Meal
Their last evening was spent in the Glory Restaurant with other NAW members.  Another instance of Britain’s multicultural society.   Speeches were made thanking us for receiving them and praising Eleanor and Pat as tour guides, and by Terry Marsland on behalf of NAW thanking them for honouring us with a visit.  Gifts were exchanged, as well as receiving gifts from NAW, they also received gifts from the Fire Brigades Union and from Liberation.  Good-byes were taken with lots of hugs and a few tears. 

Final Day -  

The delegation from the All China Women’s Federation left on the morning of Friday 7th March; they were taken to the airport by Eleanor for their flight to Dublin. 

Before this report ends it should be noted that this visit was organised in just over a month, thanks to the sterling work of Megan Dobney, Terry Marsland and Barbara Switzer who badgered people and organisations into meeting the women from the All China Women’s Federation. The visit would also have been a non-starter without Eleanor Lewington and Pat Peters taking time off work to take care of the delegation whilst in London.  Thanks should go to all of them.

On a personal note I would like to say what an honour it was to represent NAW, even if it was only as a ‘minder’ and tour guide with the ACWF delegation, although often it seemed that I was hauling them out of the path of taxis and horses.  It was wonderful to meet women from a different culture to exchange views and ideas.  Thank you NAW for giving me this opportunity.           

Report produced by Pat Peters             


